Abstract-This study investigates how L2 learners judge the familiarity and transparency of English idioms and whether these judgments would be associated with comprehension. It compares the performance of 90 undergraduate (Level 1 and Level 4) EFL students on tasks measuring idiom familiarity, transparency and comprehension. Results showed that the Level 4 students rated the idioms higher in familiarity and comprehended them with greater accuracy than Level 1 students did. However, students in the two groups performed similarly on the idiom transparency task.
learners interpret idioms literally, idiomatically, or with the help of relevant information (e.g. Ackerman, 1982; Cacciari & Levorato 1989; Gibbs, 1987 Gibbs, , 1991 . Their results show that young children give more literal interpretation than others of all ages, while adults' idiomatic interpretation improves as age increases. Other studies such as Nippold and Martin, (1989) found that when the process of idiom comprehension is concerned, better performance is associated with academic achievement and intelligence.
Previous developmental research has focused on various factors affecting the comprehension and the interpretation of idioms such as context, idiom familiarity and idiom transparency. Presenting idioms in supportive narrative contexts improves idiom comprehension, as compared with presenting them in isolation or in non-supportive contexts (Ackerman, 1982; Cacciari & Levorato, 1989; Gibbs, 1991; Levorato & Cacciari, 1995) . Context facilitates interpretation of idioms since it provides the necessary semantic information the learner needs.
Familiarity and transparency are two important factors that have been used to describe characteristics of idioms. They may influence the difficulty a learner encounters in comprehending an idiom. Familiarity has been defined as how frequently an individual encounters an idiom. For example, have a soft spot, is a high-familiarity idiom which is used very often in the English language, but take a powder is a low-familiarity idiom which is used rarely (Nippold & Taylor, 2002) . Although idioms are considered a common part of figurative language, there are differences in the idioms' frequency of occurrence. The "language experience hypothesis" of figurative language development claims that development of figurative language depends on the amount of meaningful exposure one has to non-literal expressions (Ortony, Turner, & Larson-Shapiro, 1985) . This means that idioms which occur more often are probably learned earlier than less common idioms. In other words, frequency of exposure plays an important role in learning an idiom's meaning. This hypothesis "argues for a more gradual and protracted course of development that begins in early childhood, continuing through the school-age and adolescent years" (Nippold, Taylor, & Baker, 1996, p. 445) .
Transparency is particularly concerned with the relatedness between the literal and figurative meanings of an idiom. In transparent idioms, the literal and figurative meanings are closely related. In opaque idioms, the two types of meanings are unrelated. In other words, the idiomatic meaning may be more or less directly linked to the literal one. For example, in go by the book, the figurative meaning -to follow the directions exactly -is closely related to the literal meaning, whereas in keep your shirt on the figurative meaning -remain calm -is unrelated to the literal meaning -to continue wearing one's shirt. Nippold and Rudzinski (1993) proposed the "Metasemantic Hypothesis" to account for the discrepancy in difficulty between transparent and opaque idioms. Nippold and Rudzinski claim, with their hypothesis, that complex semantic units are learned through an active analysis of the words composing them. In other words, idioms are learned when one puts forth effort to infer the non-literal meaning from the literal one. So, for the learner to fully understand the meaning of an idiom, he/she has to actively analyze it. According to this view, hightransparency idioms are easier to understand than low-transparency idioms.
Idiоm Tranѕparency and Idiоm Familiarity Studies examining the role of familiarity in idiom comprehension show contradictory findings. Levorarto & Cacciari (1992) investigated the relationship between idiom familiarity and idiom comprehension in children aged 7 and 9. One hundred fifty-two teachers judged how frequently 80 children were exposed to 85 idioms. Most and least familiar idioms were used in a forced-choice comprehension task in which children selected the best interpretation of each one. Their results show that familiarity plays a minor role in older children's idiom comprehension: it is significant with 7 year-old children, but not with 9-year-olds.
Nippold & Rudzinski (1993) studied the effects of both familiarity and transparency in idiom explanation. They established levels of familiarity and transparency for a number of idioms based on adolescents' and adults' judgments. They also studied the development of idiom explanation in children and adolescents, using an explanation task. Results showed that performance improved gradually as the participant's age increased, that high-familiarity idioms were easier to explain than others, and that easier-to-explain idioms tended to be more transparent.
Nippold and Taylor (1995) studied the relationship of idiom transparency and idiom familiarity to idiom understanding in context, using a multiple-choice task. They found that there was a gradual improvement in idiom understanding during late childhood and adolescence. The study provides support for the language experience hypothesis and the metasemantic hypothesis.
In a cross-cultural study, Nippold, Taylor, & Baker (1996) examined the development of idiom understanding in Australian youth and the relationship of idiom familiarity to idiom understanding in that population. They compared the performance of Australian youth to that of American youth in Nippold and Taylor's (1995) research. Fifty Australian children in the fifth grade and fifty in the eighth grade had a forced-choice task to examine their understanding of 24 different idioms. Results showed that idiom understanding is related to idiom familiarity. More common idioms were learned more easily and earlier than less common ones. Thus, idiom understanding develops in a similar manner in Australians and Americans: it improves during late childhood and early adolescence, remaining incomplete at the age of 13.
Qualls and Harris (1999), in a conceptual replication of Nippold and Taylor's 1995 study, tested language experience hypothesis by examining the effect of familiarity on idiom comprehension of African American and European American fifth graders. Results lent additional support to the language experience hypothesis, as there was a significant effect for moderate-low familiarity idioms, whereas high-moderate and high-low familiarity idioms did not distinguish the groups.
In a later study, Nippold, Moran, and Schwarz (2001) investigated idiom understanding and the role of idiom familiarity in conjunction with preadolescents' differences in language-based academic abilities (reading and listening comprehension). Results of an idiom comprehension task showed that idiom understanding was closely associated with students' familiarity with idioms and their skills in reading and listening comprehension. Moreover, students who scored higher in the idiom comprehension task outperformed their classmates with lower scores on all measures: idiom familiarity, reading comprehension, and listening comprehension.
The little different results in the studies seem to be due to a number of variables such as the age of the participants and the types of tasks they had. In some studies, explanations tasks which are suited for metasemantic knowledge have been used (Nippold and Rudzinski, 1993 ) while forced-choice tasks, which are more suited to test idiom comprehension, have been used in other studies (Levorato and Cacciari, 1992; Nippold and Taylor, 1995) .
All of the aforementioned studies on English language idiom comprehension have concentrated on native speakers. There are very few studies on idiom comprehension by foreign or second language learners of English. This could be due to the lack of attention vocabulary has received as a focus for research in the past. Moreover, attention has shifted only recently from single words to multi-word expressions. Kellerman (1977) was one of the first to study non-native speakers' recognition of English idioms. Then Irujo (1986a Irujo ( , 1986b ) studied Venezuelan students' acquisition of English idioms. Arnaud and Savignon (1997) investigated opaque idioms which had no similar equivalent in the learners' native language.
Even though idioms are an important feature in language, the effect of English idioms on second language learners has not been studied widely, and few studies focus on the way foreign or second language learners comprehend English idioms (Mantyla, 2004 ). Most of the existing studies dealt with the types of idioms that should be taught to learners of English, whether the mother tongue had an effect on idiom recognition, and the role of familiarity, transparency, and contextual characteristics on idiom comprehension, resulting in suggestions on how to teach idioms more effectively.
One of the few studies on characteristics of English idioms and their effects on comprehension and interpretation by native and non-native speakers was done by Mantyla (2004). In order to examine how different characteristics of idioms affected subjects' interpretations and how non-native speakers recognized English idioms, 180 Finnish university students completed a three-part questionnaire, in which the first section dealt with the acceptability of idioms, the second concerned the appropriateness of idioms in different contexts, and the third offered multiple-choice items, asking participants to choose the correct meaning for idioms. Results showed that idioms with identical equivalents in Finnish were easier for these subjects to interpret. Native speakers of English considered the meanings as more acceptable or less acceptable whereas there was some variation among the responses of non-native speakers. Non-native speakers recognized idioms much less easily than native speakers of English.
Kainulainen (2006) replicated Mantyla's study to investigate the effects of the students' backgrounds on idiom comprehension. A group of 115 Finnish third grade students in the senior year of secondary school completed a questionnaire in two sections: a background section which asked students about how much they were involved with the English language outside school, and a forced multiple-choice test of 20 English idioms presented within a brief context to how they could be used. Results showed that Finnish third-grade students comprehended idioms quite well, answering about 71% of the items correctly. Results were not in accordance with previous studies: "The degree of transparency did not significantly help the comprehension process and even though Finnish equivalents assisted understanding, the participants also considered some idioms easy that were opaque without any corresponding expressions in Finnish" (p. 83).
One of the few researchers to investigate idiom familiarity and transparency was Laval (2003) . She investigated the role of contextual characteristics and linguistic conventions in the comprehension of idiomatic expressions by 6-and 9-year-old French-speaking sеcоnd language lеarnеrѕ. She found that context had a substantial impact on idiom comprehension and that linguistic conventions had an effect in children aged 9 and was particularly strong in adults. She also found that the role of familiarity also affected results in the 9-year-old subjects and the adults.
In summary, Idiоmѕ are an intеrеѕting phеnоmеnоn in languagеѕ, and often lack equivalents in other languages. Thus, idiоmѕ can be very difficult for ѕеcоnd language lеarnеrѕ. Thеrе iѕ clеarly а nееd tо ѕtudy idiоmѕ frоm thе point оf viеw оf ѕеcоnd languagе lеarning, since mоѕt оf thе ѕtudiеѕ оn Еngliѕh idiоmѕ havе cоncеntratеd оn the ways nativе ѕpеakеrѕ understand thеm. Most of the related empirical studies investigated the effects of familiarity, transparency, and context on idiom comprehension by native speakers. Very few studies have focused on idiоmѕ in foreign language lеarning and even fewer have considered EFL/ESL students. The present study is an attempt to shed light on English idiom comprehension by foreign language learners. The purpose of the present study is to determine how L2 learners judge the familiarity and transparency of English idioms. The study also seeks to determine whether these judgments will be associated with comprehension. It compares the performance of Level 1 and Level 4 undergraduate EFL students on tasks measuring idiom familiarity, transparency and comprehension. . Two English professors of translation judged these idioms as varied in familiarity. Moreover, these experts reported that 10 of the idioms were transparent and 10 were opaque.
II. METHOD

Participants
Procedure Testing was conducted in classrooms. The judgment tasks were identical to those ones used by Nippold and Taylor (2002) . Three tasks were administered in the following order: Familiarity Judgment task, Idiom Comprehension Task, and Transparency Judgment task. The tasks were administered in this sequence for two reasons. First, the Familiarity judgment task asked the participants if they had heard or read the idioms before. If the participants completed this task after the idiom comprehension task, then their judgments would not have been accurate. Second, the transparency judgment task had to occur after the comprehension task because it presented the literal and non-literal meanings of the idioms. All testing was completed during one session of about 80 minutes. A description of each task follows.
Idiom Familiarity Task
Participants were given a booklet containing the 20 idioms. They were asked to indicate how often they had heard or read each idiom before. A 5-point scale was used in which each number was associated with a descriptive term (e.g. 3 = a few times). Participants were asked to circle the number and the term that best expressed the number of times they had heard or read the idiom. The highest score possible for this task was 100 (20 idioms X 5 for the maximum rating). The lower the score, the greater the subject's familiarity. An example of this task appears below:
I have heard or read this idiom: Bring the house down: 1 = many times 2 = several times 3 = a few times 4= once 5 = never Idiom Comprehension task This task is similar to the one used by Nippold and Taylor (2002) . It examined the participants' understanding of the 20 idioms they rated previously for familiarity. Participants were given booklets including the 20 idioms (each booklet presented the idioms in a distinct random order). Each idiom was presented in a brief context that provided support for the non-literal interpretation of the idiom. Each contextualized passage was followed by a question asking the meaning of the idiom, with four possible interpretations. Subjects were asked to select the best interpretation of the idiom. While all four options were related to the context, only one offered a correct interpretation. The highest possible score in this task was 20 points. The following is an example of an item in this task:
Jack, Michael and Jerry just finished final exams after a long semester. They have not gone out as a group for a while. Michael said, "Why don't we all get together and paint the town red tonight?". What does it mean to [paint the town red]? a. To celebrate b. To paint the house c. To buy paintings d. To avoid problems Transparency Judgment Task In this task, each subject was given a booklet containing the 20 idioms in a distinct random order. Each idiom was following by the literal and non-literal meanings. Participants were asked to judge how closely they believed both meanings were related, using a 3-point scale (1 = closely related 2 = somewhat related 3 = not related). Both meanings were taken from the reference books mentioned above. One idiom was presented as follows:
Turn the other cheek Literal meaning: To turn your face to the other side Non-literal meaning: To stay calm The meanings are: 1 = closely related 2 = somewhat related 3 = not related III. RESULTS Table 1 reports the performance of Level 1 and Level 4 students on the three experimental tasks. It contains the mean raw scores, standard deviations, and the ranges obtained by the students. The table shows that the Level 4 students rated the idioms higher in familiarity and comprehended them with greater accuracy than the Level 1 students did. However, performance on the idiom transparency task was close in the two groups. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to analyze the data collected; results for the familiarity, transparency and comprehension tests follow. Table 2 reports an F of 11.005, which with 1 and 88 degrees of freedom is statistically significant at the .000 level (P < 0.05). These figures indicate that the difference across the independent variable category is significant at a very low probability. Therefore, we can feel comfortable in rejecting the "Null Hypothesis" of no difference between the two groups of students. The difference between the two groups is also statistically significant for the familiarity judgment task. Eta Squared (E² ), the correlation ratio, measures the strength of the relationship between dependent variables and the independent variables. In this case, as seen in Table2, E² is 0.11 for the Familiarity Judgment Task. This means that the difference between Level 1 and Level 4 students explains about 11 percent of the variation in scores for the familiarity judgment task. We could say that this relationship is weak but statistically significant. As a result of the tiny differences between the means of Level 1 and Level 4 students for the transparency judgment task in Table 1 , The ANOVA reports an F of .000, which with 1 and 88 degrees of freedom is not statistically significant (P > 0.05). The high P value in Table 3 indicates that we accept the "Null Hypothesis" of no difference between the two groups of students in the transparency judgment task. With F (1, 88) = 2.890, P = 0.000 (P < 0.05). Therefore, we can comfortably reject the "Null Hypothesis" of no difference between the two groups of students for the idiom comprehension task. Based on Table 4 above, E² is 0.58 indicating that the students' level (1 or 4) explains about 58 percent of the variation in number of idioms comprehended. We could say that this relationship is strong. Table 5 shows a list of the 20 idioms with their familiarity and transparency ratings, and the comprehension scores for both student groups. Level 1 students had a mean of 3.93 for familiarity and 2.30 for transparency, whereas Level 4 students scored 3.58 and 2.29 for familiarity and transparency ratings, respectively. Since low numbers reflect greater familiarity and transparency, these mean scores represents moderate familiarity and transparency levels for both groups. The table also indicates that Level 4 students comprehended idioms better than Level 1 students did.
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In order to examine the association between familiarity, transparency, and comprehension, the five easiest and the five most difficult idioms were identified for each group according to the results of the comprehension task. For each participant, a raw score was assigned indicating the total number of comprehended expressions (1x5 = 5 possible per set), the total points given for rating idiom familiarity (5x5 = 25 possible per set), and the total points given for rating idiom transparency (3x5 = 15 possible per set). Table 6 displays these results. T-tests show that for Level 1 students, the easiest idioms were significantly more familiar (t = -7.969, p < .000) and transparent (t = -4.460, p < .000) than the most difficult ones. For Level 4 students, the easiest idioms were also significantly more familiar (t = -4.737, p < .000) than the most difficult ones. However, the two sets of idioms did not differ for transparency ratings by these Level 4 students (t = 1.272, p >.05).
IV. DISCUSSION
This study was designed to investigate the difference between Level 1 and Level 4 EFL students asked to judge the familiarity and transparency of 20 English idioms. The subjects' ability to comprehend the 20 idioms they rated for JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH 667 familiarity and transparency was also examined. Results showed that Level 1 students were less familiar and had more difficulty with comprehension of idioms than Level 4 students. However, all subjects, regardless of their level, did not differ in their ability to rate transparency. The finding that Level 4 students showed greater familiarity is expected, given the fact that their age, level of literacy, and amount of education are higher compared to the Level 1 students. This result is not surprising; it is consistent with prior research where similar results were found for the same reasons (Nippold & Martin, 1989; Nippold & Rudzinski, 1993) . Level 4 students have been engaged in more tasks requiring reading and inferring meanings of words and expressions.
Although Level 1 students showed less familiarity with idioms than Level 4 students did, in both levels students rated the idioms as less familiar than expected. The high numbers in the familiarity task indicate lower familiarity. It shows that students' exposure to idiom expressions is insufficient. Since they are all EFL students, and like most second/foreign language learners, they focus first on the literal meanings of words while building a basic knowledge of vocabulary. They have less opportunity to focus on idioms. This issue must be taken into consideration by EFL course designers and teachers. Course designers need to present idioms intensively as ESL/EFL students need greater amount of exposure to non-literal language. Teachers might consider using readings to introduce new idioms. Teachers might also think about using classroom activities to practice these expressions and train learners to use idioms in their spoken and written English.
The firѕt-lеvеl students' transparency judgments did not differ from thоѕе of thе fоurth-lеvеl second Languagе students. Fоr thе firѕt-lеvеl students, thе еaѕiеѕt idiоmѕ wеrе alѕо mоrе familiar and transparent than thе mоѕt difficult еxprеѕѕiоnѕ. Fоr thе fоurth-lеvеl Lеarnеrѕ, thе еaѕiеѕt idiоmѕ wеrе mоrе familiar than the most difficult ones, but the two types did not differ in transparency. This result indicates that all subjects approach the task similarly and suggests that transparency, unlike familiarity which shows age-related changes, is a fixed property of idioms (Nippold &Taylor, 2002 ). This result is not unexpected as the differences between transparent and opaque idioms are less apparent with a forced choice task (Gibbs, 1987) . It indicates that both groups of students have almost the same knowledge of idioms. Since their knowledge of idioms is similar, there seems to be little likelihood for students of their group to infer the nonliteral meaning from the literal meaning of certain expressions (Nippold & Rudzinski, 1993) . Therefore, they are less likely to observe transparency. It seems that all students are in an early stage of the process of acquiring idiom interpretation. Their incomplete knowledge of the non-literal meanings of idioms led to higher ratings (lower accuracy) in idiom transparency.
As predicted, Level 4 students outperformed Level 1 students in the idiom comprehension task. The lowest number of comprehended idioms by Level 4 students was 6, contrasted with a low of 2 for total idioms comprehended by Level 1 students. The maximum number of comprehended idioms by Level 4 students was 19, with up to 16 idioms comprehended by Level 1 students. This result was expected, since Level 4 students have three more years of exposure to the English language and have developed more strategies to handle such tasks. Therefore, exposure to vocabulary in context through reading yielded greater comprehension accuracy.
After identifying the five easiest and most difficult idioms for each group, it appears that the easiest idioms for Level 1 students were significantly more familiar and transparent than the most difficult ones. For Level 4 students, the easiest idioms were more familiar than the most difficult ones. This result confirms that familiarity and transparency are important indicators of idiom comprehension. They provide further support for the two hypotheses mentioned earlier: "language experience" and the "metasemantic hypothesis".
V. CONCLUSION
The current study takes a further step toward studying judgments of idiom familiarity and transparency. The aim of this research was to examine how ESL/EFL students rate idiom familiarity, transparency, and comprehension. Data were collected from 90 participants studying in the English Language Department, Umm Al-Qura University. Participants were enrolled in two levels of English Grammar; first and fourth. Three tasks were administered in the following order: a Familiarity Judgment Task, an Idiom Comprehension Task, and a Transparency Judgment Task. Results showed that the Level 4 students rated the idioms higher in familiarity and comprehended them with greater accuracy than Level 1 students did. However, students in the two groups performed similarly on the idiom transparency task. To further examine the association between familiarity, transparency, and comprehension, the five easiest and the five most difficult idioms were identified for each group. Results showed that for Level 1 students, the easiest idioms were significantly more familiar and transparent than the most difficult ones. For Level 4 students, the easiest idioms were significantly more familiar than the most difficult ones, but the two sets of idioms did not differ in transparency. This evidence appears to support the "language experience hypothesis" and the "metasemantic hypothesis".
The findings in this study suggest a number of implications that need to be taken into consideration. Teachers have to provide students with more assignments and exercises that involve inferring idiom meanings and using these expressions in meaningful contexts. Future research investigating idiom familiarity and transparency of Saudi students will need to address questions about transparency and the factors affecting students' transparency ratings. Since this study was conducted on male learners only, further research might be conducted on female Saudi learners as well. It iѕ difficult tо determine the degree to which the brief context and altеrnativеѕ provided in this multiplе chоicе taѕk affеctеd cоmprеhеnѕiоn. Furthеr rеѕеarch iѕ nееdеd tо еxaminе thеir impact, ѕincе thе еffеctѕ оf mеthоdоlоgical chоicеѕ like these оn rеѕultѕ cannоt bе overestimated. Mоrеоvеr, furthеr ѕtudy iѕ nееdеd tо еxaminе thе еffеctѕ оf ѕtudеnt' backgrоund and invоlvеmеnt with thе languagе оn idiоm cоmprеhеnѕiоn.
